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Abstract

To what extent does the co-existence of the empowering Internet and resilient
authoritarianism rely on the state-controlled information environment? Drawing on
online ethnography and a dataset of Amazon reviews, this article addresses the ques-
tion by examining the debate over the memoir of a Chinese-American entrepreneur.
It finds that such digital experiences, though in a free information environment, have
resulted in frustration, anger, and ultimately disenchantment with the West among
overseas Chinese. The findings contribute to the growing literature on digital orien-
talism and digital authoritarian resilience.
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Introduction

To explain enduring authoritarianism in the digital era, scholars have explored
how authoritarian states have adapted to the challenges through controlling and
manipulating online information [12, 13]. To what extent does the paradoxical
co-existence of the empowering Internet and resilient authoritarianism rely on the
state-controlled information environment? Taking a dramaturgical perspective and
drawing on online ethnography and a dataset of Amazon reviews, this article traces
how overseas Chinese and those critical toward the Chinese regime, mostly foreign-
ers, debated the memoir of a Chinese-American entrepreneur Ping Fu. In doing
s0, it not only reveals the contested impressions of Fu and China, but also shows
how such everyday experiences have resulted in frustration, anger, and ultimately
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disappointment among many overseas Chinese. I argue that such a mechanism of
“digital disenchantment”—a sense of awakening from the prior imagination of the
West, especially the U.S.—may contribute to authoritarian resilience. The findings
show that even in a free information environment, everyday online interactions may
work to the advantage of an authoritarian state by eroding the trust in the liberal
democratic system and by validating authoritarian propaganda. Moreover, by focus-
ing on a mundane case rather than a salient nationalist incident or major crisis [17,
76, 80, 88], this article helps reveal the more nuanced, everyday dynamics of global
digital politics, nationalism, and regime support.

Digital Politics, Nationalism, and Authoritarian Resilience

By enabling freer information, the Internet has helped challenge authoritarian rule
[15, 39, 67, 82]. Yet, strong authoritarian regimes like China have survived the digi-
tal challenges. To explain the paradoxical coexistence of the empowering Internet
and enduring authoritarianism, scholars have highlighted how authoritarian states
have adapted through enhancing censorship and embracing innovative propaganda
strategies as well as using the Internet to surveil the public and demobilize collective
action [12, 13, 46, 47, 49, 63, 79].

However, attributing digital authoritarian resilience solely to state control and
manipulation is problematic. First, the argument runs the risk of portraying non-
Western societies like China as inherently abnormal. Such a perspective, con-
ceptualized as “digital orientalism” by Maximilian Mayer and highlighted in this
special issue [56, 57], assumes that the West, particularly the U.S., represents an
ideal society whose values and practices will be inevitably adopted by the rest of
the world [54]. Societies like China have fundamentally flawed and illegitimate sys-
tems that are not appealing internationally or domestically, thus relying primarily on
repression for survival. Second, the argument implies a dyadic “state control versus
societal resistance” framework and sees the Internet as inherently subversive. Yet,
studies show that authoritarian cyberspace is often fragmented, and the majority of
online activities are not politically motivated [11, 52]. Even when citizens are politi-
cally motivated, they may side with the state [32, 45, 58, 61], thus diluting, neutral-
izing, and suppressing the liberalizing and democratizing effects of the Internet [33].

Authoritarian regimes can remain popular in the digital age for multiple reasons.
Besides factors such as performance legitimacy [84], citizens’ pro-regime tendency
is often associated with nationalist causes [33, 61, 78]. For instance, netizens believ-
ing that online expression can be manipulated by hostile forces to sabotage China
would often defend the Party-state voluntarily [33]. Similarly, perceived institu-
tional, financial, and ideational ties with the West has contributed to the popular def-
amation of “public intellectuals,” which in turn works to the state’s advantage [32].
Such findings echo studies that find nationalism as an important element of populist
authoritarianism [26, 35, 70] and populist politics in general [37, 60, 75].

Though nationalism helps explain digital authoritarian resilience, it is still
unclear to what extent nationalist support (and popular support in general) for
authoritarianism is conditioned by the state’s effort to shore up legitimacy through
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state-sponsored nationalist campaigns and patriotic education as well as its ability
to control and manipulate information in the digital age [6, 26, 68, 74, 87]. After
all, popular nationalism in today’s China is also shaped by international, market,
societal, and media forces [10, 36, 42, 43, 51, 64, 71, 78, 89], thus it can escape state
control and challenge the state’s claim to nationalist legitimacy [23, 65, 66, 85].

How do digital experiences beyond state control affect nationalism and regime
support? Since nations are collectively imagined communities [2] and citizens’ sup-
port for the government hinges on how they perceive other countries or threats [3,
26, 41], it is natural to expect nationalism and regime support to be affected when
citizens are exposed to freer information and foreign influences. In this regard, cur-
rent studies on overseas Chinese nationalism [31, 53, 55, 59], though inspiring, have
yet to pay sufficient attention to the effects of information access and direct commu-
nicative interaction with communities and individuals outside China.

Scholars have explored the effects of cross-national experiences. However, the
findings are inconclusive. Some find overseas returnees more “internationalist” and
less nationalistic [30] while others show that overseas Chinese students are patri-
otic and supportive of the Chinese regime [27, 73]. Still others discover that while
education in social sciences and consumption of foreign media increase support
for democracy, living overseas tends to decrease one’s support for China to pursue
democracy [29]. The conflicting arguments suggest that further research is neces-
sary to identify the impact of cross-national experiences on attitudes toward authori-
tarian rule.

Through dramaturgical analysis of the controversy over Ping Fu’s memoir which
primarily took place on overseas digital platforms and focused on a non-national-
istic topic, this article aims to reveal how everyday digital experiences of overseas
Chinese in an uncontrolled information environment may work to the advantage of
authoritarian rule in China.

Methodological Approach and Data

In his seminal work The Presentation of Self in Everyday Life, sociologist Erving
Goffman draws on the language of the theater to develop a dramaturgical model
to analyze social interaction [21]. According to Goffman, an individual, when in
the presence of others, acts like a performer on a social stage who constantly tries
to influence the “definition of situation” and to “manage impressions” of himself
by manipulating the setting of the performance, one’s appearances, and the man-
ner. Here definition of the situation refers to the setup of the interaction so that the
performer and the audience know what to expect of each other; and such a perfor-
mance can be understood as presentation of self or self-presentation, as used by
later researchers [4], by the performer to foster an idealized image of himself and
encourage others to accept it. Other than the performer, others present at the perfor-
mance can be seen as the audience, observers, or co-participants. For the audience,
the performer’s expressive behavior includes both the expressions he gives (often
in an intentional and controlled way to project his idealized impressions) and the
expressions he gives off (impressions not intentionally projected but received by the
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audience). Goffman further highlights the interactivity in the process, noting that
“[t]he others, however passive their role may seem to be, will themselves effectively
project a definition of the situation by virtue of their response to the individual and
by virtue of any lines of action they initiate to him” ([21]: 3). Meanwhile, this inter-
active nature of the process means that the audience can be engaging in the “presen-
tation of self” from the perspective of the performer or other viewers.

Since Goffman, scholars across disciplines have employed the dramaturgical
model to examine how social actors interact in various social, cultural, and political
realms [5], including that of cyberspace [8, 14, 28]. Although Goffman never antici-
pated the digital age, online experiences are often ultimately about various actors
preforming to define the situation and to manage impressions. And the performer-
audience framework is especially suitable to study digital life given its interactive
nature. However, the fluid, fuzzy, and multi-faceted nature of the virtual interaction
makes it particularly difficult for any actor to set the stage, define the situation, and
ultimately manage the impressions. An actor often engages multiple groups of audi-
ences both synchronously and asynchronously online with no control over where the
interaction takes place, which the audience is, or how different audience groups may
react to the performance. After all, the performance may take place on multiple digi-
tal platforms (or stages) with different technological affordances that attract users
with different behavioral norms. Moreover, the interaction being both synchronous
and asynchronous means that an actor’s performances in different settings can be
brought together, re-composed, re-performed, and re-interpreted by the audience as
they wish. Since multiple audience groups are present, a successful self-presenta-
tion in front of one audience group may give off undesirable impressions for another
group, and any perceived effort to customize impression management may backfire,
as it not only projects conflicting self-presentations but also gives off the impression
of the performer being insincere and opportunistic.

The analysis below examines the controversy over Ms. Ping Fu’s memoir from
the dramaturgical perspective. On December 31, 2012, Chinese-American entre-
preneur Ping Fu published her memoir Bend, Not Break: A Life in Two Worlds. A
typical rags-to-riches story at first glance, the book quickly stirred up a controversy
among Chinese netizens at home and abroad who fiercely questioned Fu’s verac-
ity, especially her experiences during the Cultural Revolution (1966-1976) [19, 22].
Unlike incidents such as the Beijing Olympics, the Hong Kong protests, the Meng
Wanzhou case, or the COVID-19 pandemic, which are imbued with nationalist
sentiment [17, 76, 80, 88] driving Chinese diasporic communities “to rally around
Beijing and assert their Chinese identity on a global scale” [53], the mobilization
against Ms. Fu was not state-sponsored, nor was it nationalistic in nature. At the
core of the controversy was Fu’s experience during the Cultural Revolution, which
is neither something that would boost nationalist pride nor a foreign infliction [24].
Moreover, the controversy took place primarily overseas. Thus, probing into the case
can help illuminate the mechanism that may contribute to authoritarian resilience in
a free information environment.

To gather data, I conducted “guerilla ethnography” by exploring online platforms
where the book is discussed (such as the popular overseas Chinese forum Unknown
Space, Mitbbs.com) and followed links on these sites to media coverage on the book,
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readers’ debates, as well as mobilization of overseas Chinese [38, 81]. To examine
how supporters and criticizers of the memoir engaged one another, I also scraped all
913 reviews of the book from Amazon, creating a dataset that contains each review
entry’s title, content, reviewer username, posted date, rating, word count as well
as the counts of comments and upvotes the review has. A research assistant and [
coded the general tone of the reviews (positive or negative) and the identity of the
reviewers (Chinese, non-Chinese, unknown; here “Chinese” are primarily overseas
Chinese in the U.S. and non-Chinese Americans with non-Chinese origin since we
focus on Amazon). See Appendix 1 for the coding process.

The Multi-Round Performer-Audience Interaction over the Ping Fu
Controversy

The controversy over Bend, Not Break can be understood as a multi-round per-
former-audience interaction process. From the dramaturgical perspective, Fu’s
memoir, especially her described experiences in the Cultural Revolution, presented
herself as a woman achieving tremendous success against all odds while presenting
China as a horrible authoritarian state [20]. Such presentations of self and China
were highlighted and amplified by the promotion of the memoir in mainstream
Western media [72]. But many Chinese at home and abroad directly contested Fu,
arguing that she was a liar. They piecemealed evidence from multiple sources that
gives off impressions of Fu that are inconsistent with what her 2012 memoir gives,
revealing Fu’s impression management attempts while projecting different presenta-
tions of Fu and China. These criticizers were met with Fu’s supporters who defended
Fu and defined the criticism toward Fu as a Chinese state-sponsored smear cam-
paign. This performance by Fu’s supporters was subject to further interpretation and
contestation, which, I argue, ultimately resulted in “digital disenchantment” among
many overseas Chinese. A closer examination of the review war on Amazon through
critical discourse analysis below helps illustrate the process.

According to Norman Fairclough, critical discourse analysis has three dimen-
sions: text, discursive practice, and social practice [16]. At the text level, I conduct
a computer-aided keyword analysis supplemented by a close reading of the texts. At
the discursive practice level, I explore the engaging tactics of both criticizers and
supporters of Fu, with a special focus on overseas Chinese. At the social practice
level, I show how such presenter-audience interactions have led to what I call digital
disenchantment. Note that the primary purpose of the discourse analysis here is to
reveal how involved actors were engaging one another in the discursive interaction
rather than explore how the discourse is produced or made within.

Before examining how different actors engaged each other, it is useful to see
whether the review war was truly identity based. Table 1 shows how the overall tone
of a review interacts with the reviewer’s identity (Appendix 1 explains the coding
process). The debate was clearly identity based, with 87 percent of non-Chinese sup-
porting Fu and 94.5 percent of Chinese criticizing her. A computer-aided keyword
analysis confirms the observation (see Appendix 2 for details).
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Table 1: Coded Overall Tone of

. ) . Reviewer Identity Overall Tone Total
Reviews by Foreign and Chinese
Reviewers Positive Negative
Non-Chinese 166 (87%) 25 (13%) 191 (100%)
Chinese 24 (5.5%) 412 (94.5%) 436 (100%)
Unknown 69 (24%) 217 (76%) 286 (100%)
Total 259 (28.4%) 654 (71.6%) 913 (100%)

Engaging Tactics and Impression Management in the Review War

Further analysis of the discursive practice dimension of the review war reveals
that unlike typical nationalist mobilization where both sides start with confronta-
tional stances, overseas Chinese in this case deployed engaging tactics that differ-
entiate them from “angry youth” nationalists acting violently in demonstrations or
the “Little Pink” using soft emotional discourse and memes [18]. Close reading of
the reviews shows three major engaging tactics employed by overseas Chinese.! To
protect the privacy of research subjects, the analysis below refers to specific review
entries only by their case numbers. The data will be available upon request.

First, like some other nationalist mobilization cases that involve debates on what the
“real China” is [50], Chinese reviewers put special emphasis on factual evidence when
presenting their accusations against Fu. The first critical review of the memoir, by Ama-
zon user lin, staged a factual rebuttal with seven specific points. This review was the most
commented on (980 times) and upvoted (1,614 times) among all, suggesting that Chinese
reviewers agreed with not only its content, but also the engaging tactic. After lin, many
other Chinese reviewers also wrote long fact-checking reviews detailing the inaccuracies,
drawing on multiple sources including official documents (or the lack thereof), witness
testimonies, media reports, and Fu’s own earlier memoir. This is why their reviews were
much longer than foreign reviews on average (mean word counts: 206.6 versus 139.2). In
fact, several overseas Chinese even compiled the evidence and published a 152-page book
The Bent and Broken Truth which criticizes Fu almost line by line [77]. By basing their
accusations on factual evidence, they attempted to define the situation as truth and facts
versus falsehood and lies. In doing so, the criticizers presented Fu as a liar rather than
a China-traitor and themselves as truth speakers rather than China-defenders, avoiding a
direct identity and cultural confrontation with non-Chinese reviewers.

Chinese reviewers resorted to personal or family experiences. One reviewer who
saw the memoir as “written with Ms. Fu’s imagination, not her experience,” claimed
that he had lived in the city where Fu migrated from for 26 years.> Another reviewer
argued (typos corrected from the quote to avoid confusion),’

! The dynamics on other digital platforms could be different from what was observed on Amazon. For
instance, under a report by The Guardian with 122 comments [7], there was not much confrontation.
This might be because the article was critical toward Fu, thus attracting few of Fu’s supporters.

2 Amazon Review #481.
3 Amazon Review #634.
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Both of my parents have experienced the Cultural Revolution and actually they
met each other during that hard period of time and got married after being
together for 11 yrs. Both of my parents were among the smartest students at
their school and both of them were deprived the rights to study when they
were teenagers, instead, they were sent to villages in the north for another kind
of "study"... My parents have told me all they have experienced, the harsh
condition etc. But when I told them what Fu wrote, both of them said she was
a liar without any hesitation.

Such living experiences serve as witness testimonies intended to present the
reviewers as reliable, adding to the authenticity of their criticism toward Fu.

Second, another major discursive feature of Chinese reviewers was their effort to
make their points relatable to non-Chinese reviewers, again to define the situation
not as one of China versus the U.S. or Chinese against non-Chinese. The authors of
The Bent and Broken Truth, mentioned above, claimed that either they or their fam-
ily members had suffered in the Cultural Revolution and explicitly dedicated their
work to “those who valiantly defended the American values in furtherance of life,
liberty, and our pursuit of happiness” and their “American-born children, who will
grow up in our Land of the Free, waving the Star-Spangled Banner” [77].

Chinese reviewers tried to link the controversy to events that foreigners are more
familiar with. They referred to Lance Armstrong, who was sued for marketing his
memoirs as “true and honest” nonfictional works while much in them were in fact
mendacious [9], and James Frey, who was sued for fabricating stories in his autobi-
ography [62]. Furthermore, believing that Fu was a member rather than a victim of
the Red Guards, one Chinese reviewer asked, “What if someone labeled himself as
a Holocaust survivor, wrote a memoir to iterate his sufferings, but turned out to be a
Nazi instead?”* The analogies not only functioned to signal that Fu was just another
fraud; they also resorted to compassion with the hope that foreigners could under-
stand why Chinese felt so strongly about Fu as her lies were not simply attacks on
China but on all humanity.

Third, in the discursive interaction, Chinese reviewers directly approached for-
eign reviewers to persuade them. On average, each foreign review received three
times the number of comments than that of a Chinese reviewer (18.32 versus 5.61).
Foreign reviews supporting Fu had even more comments (mean=20.86), indicating
Chinese reviewers’ extra effort to persuade those disagreeing with them. Chinese
reviewers also showed strong eagerness to befriend foreign reviewers. The most-
commented review by a foreigner (211 times, only second to lin’s factual rebuttal
mentioned above) rated Fu’s memoir positively but regarded Chinese reviewers’
points as ‘“sobering, extremely important and thought provoking,” saying, “Each
side has taught me something, and I am honored to have read all opinions.” Her
open-mindedness earned respect from Chinese reviewers, who befriended her and
shared with her more stories (perhaps to convince her further). Moreover, critical
reviews toward Fu by non-Chinese were upvoted much more (mean=36.72) than

4 Amazon Review #856.
5 Amazon Review #489.
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positive reviews by non-Chinese (mean=8.49), likely because Chinese reviewers
supported foreigners on their side and wanted to popularize the reviews that might
better speak to non-Chinese readers. Again, Chinese reviewers’ discursive practice
here was to present themselves as approachable and to avoid defining the situation as
a nationalist attack on Fu and her supporters.

Overall, Chinese reviewers emphasized factual evidence, attempted to be more
relatable, and tried to engage the non-Chinese reviewers directly. Such engaging tac-
tics were not just for the purpose of persuasion but also for presenting themselves as
citizens in a free society and truth-seekers who wanted to have a dialogue instead of
the hot-headed nationalists or state agents that Fu’s supporters claimed them to be.
However, such engaging discursive tactics were overall not quite effective. Despite
some amicable interactions with the non-Chinese reviewers, Chinese reviewers
found their presentation of self and definition of the situation largely rejected by the
other side. With very few exceptions, both sides appeared confused and irritated.
Chinese reviewers could not understand why foreigners defended a liar, given the
abundant factual evidence. Fu’s foreign supporters, however, did not understand
why the Chinese targeted an individual, regarding their criticism dubious or part
of a state-coordinated smear campaign. Though Chinese reviewers denounced the
Cultural Revolution and even invoked American values, they were dubbed “mind-
less drones working for the Chinese government”® and their reviews “mass produced
variants on denying that the Cultural Revolution actually took place.”” For Fu’s
supporters, the suspicion was not totally unfounded, but based on the impressions
Chinese reviewers seemingly gave off: those critical reviews came in bursts, were
mostly by those who had no other review on Amazon, and were often not based on
actual reading or at least purchase of the book.® All such indicators suggested to
them that attacks on Fu were part of a coordinated campaign, especially given that
the Chinese state indeed had such a record [33, 47].

Defining the situation as an individual against a repressive regime, Fu’s support-
ers disagreed with Chinese reviewers on whether the inaccuracies matter at all. For
the supporters, Fu’s stories only confirmed the notoriety of the Cultural Revolu-
tion. Since the knowledge about what actually happened to Fu lies only with her,
the critics were in no position to judge her. Some supporters did not even care if
her account was reliable since it is “a memoir, not journalism.”9 After all, Fu was
writing about her experiences from a time when “she was a child in a very turbulent
situation. .. struggling to survive.”!°

For Chinese reviewers, how foreign reviewers reacted to them had become
a performance that gave off impressions of the Western public. Probably subcon-
sciously, Chinese reviewers deemed themselves to be more authoritative sources on
China, expecting their voices to be taken seriously by those who could rely on only

6 Amazon Review #321.
7 Amazon Review #818.
8 Amazon Review #853.
9 Amazon Review #58.

10 Amazon Review #77.
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secondary, often unreliable, accounts of China. It was frustrating for them to find
that their self-presentation as truth-seekers and reliable sources were rejected. The
excerpt below captures the tensions nicely (typos corrected to avoid confusion):'!

Interesting enough, many negative reviews made by the Chinese were talk-
ing about the facts. They showed the inconsistency of Fu’s own words. They
used different resources supporting their claims and pointed out the conflicts
b/t Fu’s claims & the logic. However, those westerners who gave high rating
& positive reviews were talking about how inspiring Fu’s story is. They talked
about how they have been touched emotionally. They only read Fu’s own
words but not to be bothered to do some fact-checking. They even did not read
through all those negative reviews or think carefully on those questions that
have been raised before accusing others as "coordinated campaign" or "paid by
the Chinese government".

Digital Disenchantment and Authoritarian Resilience

The controversy over Ping Fu represents a form of overseas Chinese activism
that differs from typical nationalist mobilization [53] and cross-cultural con-
frontations that arise from conflicting identities [27] or extensive links with the
home country [55]. As my analysis shows, overseas Chinese attempted to have a
dialogue by downplaying their identity, embracing foreign values, and reaching
out to foreigners. By emphasizing factual evidence and accusing Fu as a liar,
they presented themselves as truth-seekers more than China-defenders. Yet, for
the overseas Chinese, their digital experiences had staged a live performance
of the West, more specifically America, which presented the Western public,
media, and governments as not only perceiving China in a strongly biased way
but also showing little interest in deliberation. Such experiences had led to
“digital disenchantment” as many of them were in a sense awakened from the
myth of the West (the U.S.) being perfect—the beacon of human society [54].
Since they did not try to isolate themselves, but instead actively engaged non-
Chinese reviewers, it was frustrating that they were perceived as defenders or
even agents of the Chinese regime. This not only made overseas Chinese feel
alienated, as such experiences reminded them of being an excluded group in
the host country, but also led them to lose trust in Western governments, media,
and institutions as they extended their experiences beyond the Amazon review
war. In short, the controversy over Ping Fu was like a wakeup call, reminding
them that the West (the U.S.) had failed to live up to the idealized expectations
of a liberal democratic society.

Indeed, the frustration, anger, and disappointment among overseas Chinese were
extended to the American public, media, government, as well as liberal democratic

' Amazon Review #687.
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values. A Chinese American, cited in quite a few Amazon reviews, expressed the
sentiment well in his blogs,'?

These Americans are ‘naive to the point of cute’. [...] They seem to think that
as long as her message is against something evil, it is ok to lie. [...] It makes it
harder to promote democracy in China, and reinforces the image of American
ignorance and arrogance.

Many of these Americans have accused critics of Ms. Fu, including myself, as
shills of the Chinese government. This angers me more than the lying by Ms
Fu. It is a combination of McCarthyism and racism that any card-carrying lib-
eral should be ashamed of.

The same blogger targeted the American media and mainstream culture,

The American (and Western) media, instead of examining the inconsistencies
in her book and accepting that they made a big mistake, started to attack her
critics as ‘shills’ of the Chinese government. The Chinese American commu-
nity were insulted first by Ping Fu’s lies, then abused by the media. It is a spec-
tacular display of the ignorance and arrogance of the mainstream American
culture.

Another Chinese reviewer directly questioned democracy using a falsified quote
from ancient Greek Historian, Isocrates, '

"Democracy destroys itself because it abuses its right to freedom and equality.
Because it teaches it[s] citizens to consider audacity as a right, lawlessness as
a freedom, abrasive speech as equality, and anarchy as progress." - Isocrates

Note that by “disenchantment,” I do not mean enlightenment. Chinese review-
ers’ views may very well be flawed and biased. Many of them failed to recognize
that Western media outlets such as The Guardian and Forbes actually covered the
controversy and were critical toward Fu. And their expectation of the U.S. (and the
West) to be perfect might be an illusion from the very beginning. They were disen-
chanted in that their prior beliefs were shaken, perceiving the U.S. (and the West) as
failing to live up to their idealized expectations. For some, the very fact Fu as a dis-
honest person succeeded in the U.S. and did not receive any meaningful punishment
despite their outcry was disappointing and disillusioning.

While the digital disenchantment experiences may not automatically translate
into support for authoritarian rule, they could indirectly benefit the Chinese Party-
state. Studies show that more negative perceptions of democracies may boost one’s
support for an authoritarian regime [40, 41]: if the U.S. and the liberal-democratic

12 hitps://www.dailykos.com/stories/2013/02/02/1184126/-Bend-Not-Break-A-Lie-in-Two-Worlds-Part-
1L

13 https://www.dailykos.com/stories/2013/02/05/1184796/-Racism-against-Chinese-Americans-on-clear-
display-in-Ping-Fu-affair

!4 Amazon Review #181.
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system are not perfect, one would probably have lower expectations toward China
and its government. Furthermore, such experiences help validate and justify the
Chinese state’s propaganda of hostile foreign forces constantly trying to demonize
China. In one reviewer’s words,

The government of China, rightly or wrong, will inevitably think that this is
another example of western "hegemony’ against it ... A book like this, based
on essentially all made up accounts, and having being heavily promoted here
in US, does not help advance the case for the gradually loosening of the gov-
ernment’s heavy hand in regulating the flow of information in China.'®

While it is unclear if the Chinese reviewer quoted here was disenchanted or not
(he was speaking to non-Chinese reviewers, therefore, might be conducting impres-
sion management), comments from other overseas Chinese websites provide more
direct evidence of how the controversy might have discredited democracy and
benefited the Chinese authoritarian regime. On major overseas Chinese websites,
BackChina and Wenxuecity, users commented, '

Americans are not stupid, but only serving their own political interests. So far
as someone is anti-communism and anti-China, Americans would treat him as
a model for democracy and freedom...

It seems that democracy needs liars and democracy welcomes liars. To lie for
democracy is not a big deal at all.

Ping Fu actually has made a huge contribution. For decades, hostile forces
have used horrible experiences of some being repressed during the Cultural
Revolution to viciously attack the Chinese government and system. The fact
that Ping Fu lies in her memoir is sufficient for us to deny the multitude of
unfounded bashing of the Cultural Revolution, allowing us to confidently pro-
claim that the Great Proletarian Cultural Revolution was good. Ping Fu should
be awarded.

Even Boxun, an overseas Chinese dissident website, got backfired for post-
ing an article defending Fu, with multiple users expressing disappointment in the
platform. One user commented, “You lost all your credibility with shit like this.”!”
Another said, “[G]ood bye, [B]oxun, it’s a shame you could not tell a lie and truth.
[1] won’t surf this stupid website anymore!”'® The strong words used here indicate
the extreme disappointment, showing how the controversy over Fu may have eroded
the supporting base of overseas dissident activism.

15" Amazon Review #745.

16 See https://news.backchina.com/viewpost-234890-2481450-gb2312.html and https://www.wenxu
ecity.com/news/2013/07/03/2492087.html

17 https://boxun.com/news/gb/china/2013/02/201302260209.shtml

18 https://boxun.com/news/gb/china/2013/02/201302260209.shtm]
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Conclusion

Unlike typical cases of nationalist mobilization that have attracted much scholarly
attention, the controversy over Ping Fu’s memoir is a mundane one that resembled
more closely the daily interaction between Chinese and foreigners. While the over-
seas Chinese were eager to engage non-Chinese and emphasized facts rather than
cultural or identity differences, they faced entrenched distrust and were constantly
reminded about their Chinese identity. Such experiences, I argue, cause “digital dis-
enchantment,” which explains why overseas Chinese may feel alienated by the host
country and attached to China and even the Chinese government.

“Digital disenchantment” here boils down to the disillusion with the U.S. (the
West). For that to happen, my analysis suggests that several factors may be crucial,
including an audience group with high prior expectations of the West being ideal, an
event that fundamentally contradicts such expectations to disappoint the audience,
and the digital experiences that do not ease but instead aggravate and amplify the
disappointment. In this process, the information environment matters. Presumably, a
free information environment may foster discussion and deliberation, thus prevent-
ing “digital disenchantment” or soothing its impact. In this sense, the controversy
over Ping Fu is a least-likely case. Why did it nonetheless happen? On the one hand,
this might be due to the high (maybe unrealistic) expectations of the U.S. to be the
“beacon” of the world among overseas Chinese [54]. The same reason can explain
why dissident artist Ai Weiwei criticizes Germany for “becoming intolerant of refu-
gees.”!” On the other hand, the debate over Fu proved to be more about confronta-
tion and conflicts than deliberation and discussion, suggesting that the free informa-
tion environment alone may not avoid “digital disenchantment.”

If citizens exposed to free information can be “disenchanted,” one may reason-
ably expect the impact to be stronger on those in a controlled information environ-
ment. Moreover, nationalism may enhance the disenchantment effect by promot-
ing identity-based confrontation. A recent case would be the COVID-19 pandemic
which has sparked nationalism across the world [26, 37, 60, 69, 75, 86]. In China,
for instance, Fang Fang, author of Wuhan Diary, while applauded in the West and
by Chinese liberals, is accused of tainting China’s image, thus becoming the target
of nationalist besiege [83]. Moreover, many Chinese, through observing how West-
ern media and governments presented China in the pandemic, see the West as inher-
ently biased. One frequently cited example was the New York Times’ two consecu-
tive tweets on March 8, 2020: At 10:30am, the renowned media outlet first criticized
China’s lockdown, saying it “has come at great cost to people’s livelihoods and per-
sonal liberties.” Only 20 minutes later, it praised Italy’s lockdown as “risking its
economy in an effort to contain Europe’s worst coronavirus outbreak.” Juxtaposition
of these two tweets presents a vivid example of Western media’s double standard.?
Such an observation, which echoes official discourse [86], only fuels distrust in the

19 See https://www.theguardian.com/artanddesign/2019/aug/22/ai-weiwei-cites-change-in-german-attit
udes-as-reason-for-move-to-uk

20 See https://www.guancha.cn/internation/2020_03_12_541191.shtml?s=zwyxgtjbt
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Western media and governments among Chinese, especially amidst the Sino-US
rivalry on multiple fronts [1].

This study shows the relevance of the dramaturgical analysis approach and the
value of studying cyber politics from an everyday perspective. With impression
management being fundamentally transformed in the digital age, even non-politi-
cal actors’ performance can be recorded, circulated, and interpreted by various
audience groups, resulting in unexpected political consequences. Ms. Fu probably
never expected the backlash among Chinese. Similarly in 2015, when the 16-year-
old Taiwanese singer Chou Tzu-yu waved a Republic of China flag on a TV show,
she clearly did not intend to trigger a massive online mobilization that reportedly
affected Taiwan’s 2016 presidential election [34]. When Shuping Yang used the air
quality difference between the U.S. and China as a metaphor for her feelings toward
democracy and free speech at the University of Maryland commencement, she likely
did not anticipate her speech to ignite a wave of Chinese cyber nationalism [44].
All these cases represent the politicization of everyday life in the digital age when
individuals who are typically not in the political realm ended up in highly political
controversies when their self-presentations went out of control.

This study also reveals that the expansion of the Internet poses more than a dicta-
tor’s dilemma [67] in that democracies are also challenged. For instance, democratic
societies now have to balance between allowing greater government surveillance
and risking endangering state and societal security [3]. In particular, since commu-
nication online is never unidirectional, citizens and governments of democracies,
besides threats such as authoritarian information infiltration and disinformation [25,
48], now also need to deal with the challenge of interacting with a more diverse, het-
erogeneous, and amorphous global public. Such interactions often result in clashes
of perceptions, predispositions, and values, all publicly displayed and aggregated
online, thus not only bearing implications for democratic politics, but also giving
off impressions of democracy to outside audience groups. This process, as the Ping
Fu controversy and other similar cases [50, 64] have demonstrated, may put the very
ideas of liberty and openness of liberal-democratic societies to the test.

Appendix 1: Notes on Coding Process and Some Coding Results

A research assistant who is a native English speaker, and I, a native Chinese speaker,
have done the coding together. The overall tone of a review is coded as negative or
positive based on whether it praises or criticizes the memoir or Ping Fu. The coding
was straightforward because Amazon has five-star rating scale (with one-star being
the poorest and five-star being the best). We coded four- or five-star reviews as posi-
tive and one- or two-star reviews as negative, with the exception of the 15 reviews in
which the reviewers assigned five or four stars to avoid censorship (Amazon alleg-
edly removed some one-star reviews) and to poison the five-star reviews—these
reviews are easy to identify, with many directly calling Fu a liar. We coded the 19
three-star reviews together after deliberation, forcing them into the positive or nega-
tive category to keep the analysis concise.
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Coding reviewers’ identity was less straightforward. We only coded a reviewer as
Chinese if one (1) revealed Chinese identity (e.g., I grew up in China or my parents
suffered during the Cultural Revolution) or (2) had a Chinese-like username (e.g.
Zhang; Chen) and did not explicitly deny the Chinese identity. Reviewers with typi-
cal non-Chinese names and no signs of Chinese identity were coded as non-Chinese.
Those with undistinguishable usernames and no identity information were coded as
unidentifiable. A research assistant (native English speaker) and I (native Chinese
speaker) coded 500 reviews independently (inter-rater agreement=92.99%; kappa
value=0.8453; the inter-coder reliability is calculated using the weighted kappa
command in Stata since there are two coders and the variable has three categories);
we then deliberated on discrepant results to reach a consensus and coded the rest of
the reviews together. While there is no way to verify the identity of the reviewers
(having a Chinese-like username does not mean that one is a Chinese), I believe the
results are sufficiently reliable. First, we do not see any reason for either side to hide
the identity in the debate. Second, observation of mobilization on overseas Chinese
forums like mitbbs.com provides circumstantial evidence of Fu’s criticizers being
overwhelmingly Chinese.

Note that we coded 286 out of 913 reviews (or 31 percent) as from unknown
reviewers out of the maximum level of caution because they provide little identity
information. In fact, such reviews are significantly shorter, with the medium word
count being 47, as compared to 71 and 83 for reviews by non-Chinese and Chi-
nese reviewers, respectively. The unknown reviews are likely by Chinese reviewers
as they (1) came out during the brief period of overseas Chinese mobilization on
forums like mitbbs.com and (2) have expressions and language signs indicating non-
native speaking traits. Since the majority of these reviews are critical toward Fu (76
percent as in Table 1), I believe the relatively large number of the unknown reviews
is not going to invalidate the findings and arguments.

Appendix 2: Key Word Analysis of Amazon Reviews

To capture the narratives of Chinese and non-Chinese reviewers, I conduct a com-
puter-aided keywords analysis to identify the frequent words used by the two sides.
Below I present the results. Please note that interpretation of the results is supple-
mented by close reading of the reviews. To keep it parsimonious, words such as
“book,” “author,” “China,” and stop words are dropped.

The results, visualized in Figure 1A, confirm the observation of identify-based
narrative polarization. As the left panel shows, foreign reviews are generally positive
as indicated by terms like “great,” “inspiring,” “worth,” and “recommend.” While
critical terms such as “negative” also appear in the panel, they only indicate the
acknowledgement of the critical reviews, which were often seen as biased or state-
sponsored, thus disregarded, as close analysis of the texts shows.

As the right panel shows, Chinese reviewers question the veracity of the memoir.
The attitude is clearly conveyed by terms like “lies” (and lie, liar, lying), “fake,”

ELINT3

@ Springer



Debating China beyond the Great Firewall: Digital... 99

americans
history CO”ege rea¥elc'25! u;thlacr?gTai
soﬁwareg‘r;:ea:veurrrw]i;sgm - CU|tU I‘a| english t
T -
c found %ogve university 2 truth govecrnmen _Coumly
v B rperercepersonl truehappened ki voris i parents
S company true s suzhoucamp media,© [IT€ culture
o) stories cfildhood ‘o party laborhistory 6 redinterviews
> e eDmenie reallivedbad Ellar starfake
@human negative - family sfeelmemoir
. &= sUCCesS states . communist Personal fiction
inspiring busmesswrmng political experience period school
cultural ; el
believe S| ]
university
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and “fiction.” Terms such as “Suzhou,” “university,” and “English,” while seemingly
neutral, are critical when put back into the context. For example, Suzhou Univer-
sity, Fu’s alma mater, is the place where some of Fu’s important life stories took
place, which criticizers believe she has lied about, including her claims about vagi-
nal checks, being a member of a rebellious literacy society, and writing of a thesis
that caused her to be deported. Thus, “Suzhou” and “University” reflect Chinese
reviewers’ effort to validate their accusation of Fu as a liar. Similarly, “English” is
pivotal term because Fu claimed that she could speak only three words when she
first arrived in the U. S., which was regard as another lie.

Looking at these two panels, one may find some common key words such as
“life,” “cultural,” “revolution,” and “memoir.” These words reflect more what the
book is about than displaying reviewers’ attitudes, thus do not manifest the contes-
tation between Chinese and non-Chinese reviewers. Indeed, closer reading of the
reviews confirms that the two sides project distinctive impressions of Fu and China.
Foreign reviewers either did not engage in the debate (especially those who com-
mented before the critical reviews), or mostly supported Fu. Chinese reviewers
accused the memoir as full of lies and tried to debunk such lies.
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